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Introduction
Present-day Bangladesh (formerly East Bengal) was a part of the undivided Bengal Presidency of British India until 1947, when it became a part of the independent State of Pakistan, known as "East Pakistan". Bangladesh was liberated from Pakistan in 1971 and started its journey as an independent state. As a result, the history of Bangladesh over the past 100 years encompasses three major regimes: British India, the Pakistani regime and the independent Bangladeshi regime.
Over the past 100 years there have been significant changes in the economy of Bangladesh. An agriculture-dominated economy has now turned into a service-and industry-based economy. There have been significant improvements in many economic and social indicators. However, many social, political and environmental obstacles have hampered the country"s development process. Examples include the famine in Bengal in 1943, the neglect of the development process in "East Pakistan" by the Pakistani rulers during , and devastation of the economy due to the war in 1971, famine in 1974, and periodic floods and cyclones. Against these odds, the country moved forward, made significant progress on the economic and social fronts and has functioned as a democracy since 1990.
The processes of social and economic changes that have swept over the country mean that the livelihoods of both rural and urban populations have changed remarkably over the past 100 years. Understanding these changes in economic life over a long time horizon will enhance our knowledge of the development process in Bangladesh.
It is extraordinary that around 100 years ago there was a book written on the economic life of the then Faridpur district of Bengal (which we will term "Greater Faridpur" throughout this paper). This gives us a unique opportunity to track the trajectory of the changes in economic life of this region over the past 100 years. Greater Faridpur (which is now divided into five districts: Faridpur, Rajbari, Gopalganj, Madaripur and Shariatpur) 1 has long been an important region in Bangladesh because of its contribution to the national economy, cultural heritage and politics.
In 1910, J. C. Jack, a British Settlement Officer of the then Faridpur District, wrote a book entitled The Economic Life of a Bengal District. This book was the result of an intensive study made by some 200 young graduates under Jack"s supervision and direction during the period 1906-10, when a record of rights was being prepared in the district of Faridpur. Jack felt that valuable insights into the economic life of the district could be obtained if, along with 8 routine settlement operations, data could be collected about patterns of income, expenditure, levels of indebtedness and taxation in respect of family units in the district.
In the book, Jack provided a comprehensive description of the economic life of Greater Faridpur. His description included a detailed analysis of the district, its inhabitants, their homes and manner of life, the composition of the domestic budgets of households, people"s income and economic conditions, indebtedness and taxation. Now after 100 years, this present study explores the dynamics of the evolution of the economic life in Greater Faridpur over the last 100 years . In doing so, the study used secondary data, published and unpublished government documents and published economic histories on Faridpur. This study also conducted several field visits to collect primary data related to the changes in the economic life of this region, which included poverty and demographic profiles of the households. Also, this study analysed household data of the districts of Greater Faridpur from the Household Income and Expenditure Surveys (HIES) to understand changes in recent decades. The study conducted 20 interviews with people in different districts of Greater Faridpur and organised five focus group discussions (FGDs).
Changes in socio-economic conditions of Greater Faridpur

2.1
Area and population
Greater Faridpur is located at the South-West region of Bangladesh (Figure 1 ). The total area of Greater Faridpur is now 7,008 square kilometres. This region experienced a significant rise in population and population density over the past 100 years. Table 1 shows the growth of population, both in Greater Faridpur and Bangladesh over the last 100 years. The population of Greater Faridpur has increased by a factor of 3.5, from 1.96 million in 1911 to 6.82 million in 2010. However, the population of the whole country increased by a factor of 4.5, from 31.56 million to 143.51 million. So the population growth in Greater Faridpur has been on average lower than the national average. In fact, as Table 1 suggests, for most of the decades, the population growth rates in Greater Faridpur were lower than the population growth rate for the country as a whole. Greater Faridpur had thus been losing population almost every decade. In recent decades, this is has been primarily due to the burst of urbanisation being highly concentrated in Dhaka and Chittagong. Regions without a big city, like Greater Faridpur, have seen net out-migration to Dhaka and Chittagong. In Jack"s time, the density of population of Greater Faridpur was 861 per square mile, or 333 per square kilometre. The density of population increased almost threefold over the last 100 years to 978 per square kilometre. The densities of population of all districts under Greater Faridpur are shown in Table 2 . The district with the highest density of population among the five districts under Greater Faridpur is Madaripur (1,119 per square kilometre). 
Greater Faridpur 978
Source: Estimated using the projections in Table 1 .
Religion
In Jack"s time, 62.5 percent of the people in Greater Faridpur were Muslims, whereas the Hindu population was 37 percent and others (mainly Christians) were only 0.5 percent. Over the past 100 years, the share of Hindu population declined and that of Muslims increased quite substantially. 
2.3
Economic activities
In Jack"s time, there were no industries in Greater Faridpur. Virtually the entire population was dependent directly or indirectly upon the produce of the soil or water for their livelihoods. At that time, the area consisted mainly of depression-based marshland and the alluvial deposits from the Padma made the soil fertile. The major crops were paddy, jute and a variety of vegetables. Fishing was another important economic activity. The main non-farm economic activities included pottery, blacksmith and weaving, but these were all practised on an artisanal scale.
One hundred years later, Greater Faridpur"s economy is still agro-based, around two major crops: paddy and jute. Greater Faridpur today is still characterised by low levels of industrialisation. There are only a few sugar mills and jute mills. Kanaipur Industrial Area was set up in Faridpur town during late 1980s, but there has not been much progress in promoting industrialisation, and in the 1980s and 1990s de-industrialisation occurred, with 2 The Enemy Property Act was a controversial law which allowed the government to confiscate property from any individual it deemed to be an enemy of the state. The Act is criticised as a tool for appropriating the lands of the minority population. Barkat (2000) 
Communication
In Jack"s description of Greater Faridpur in 1910, the main means of communication was waterways, since for almost eight months a year the region was under water. In all the villages there was barely ever a village road, usually only footpaths that led from house to house. Often there was no path at all.
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Compared to Jack"s time, the overall communication system of Greater Faridpur has improved significantly. Table 3 shows the status of road infrastructure. Notably, Shariatpur, Rajbari and Madaripur districts have much lower lengths of roads compared to Faridpur and Gopalganj. As far as the road length per thousand people is concerned, Gopalganj has the highest ratio, whereas Shariatpur and Madaripur have the lowest ratio. Despite improvements in communication, Faridpur and its surrounding districts are still lagging behind many other regions of Bangladesh. It emerged from several of the FGDs in Greater Faridpur that, except for Municipalities, communication in these districts is poor. Moreover, the district"s communications with Dhaka city are problematic, as there is no bridge over the river Padma and thus people rely on slow ferry services. In 2009, the Bangladesh government announced plans to construct the long demanded Padma multipurpose bridge. When completed in 2013, it will be the longest bridge in South Asia. The Padma bridge will have a massive impact on the Greater Faridpur region, as it will connect Dhaka with the region and greatly reduce travel times and transportation costs (Raihan and Khondker, 2011) . 
Source: BBS (2009).
During the rainy season, vast areas of Greater Faridpur go under water and remain so for several months. Boats and steamers become the major means of transport. A significant development over the last decade is the widespread use of diesel engines in boats, which has resulted in cutting travel times and transportation costs. This has increased the dynamism of the economic life of this region.
One remarkable development in terms of communication that happened over the last decade is the widespread use of mobile phones by the majority of people. Ten years ago, mobile phone were treated as a "luxury" item, only available to rich people. However, by 2009, about 40 percent of the rural households in Bangladesh are reported to have access to mobile phones, and roughly one-fourth of the users are poor (Bayes, 2009) , and this rate is rapidly rising as the costs of phones and calls fall and having a mobile phone becomes a social norm. Rickshaw pullers, fishermen, traders -all use it to minimise information asymmetry and quicken communication between two points. The expansion of mobile networks has increased market participation and sales of fresh products. More importantly, small producers and farmers in remote areas earn more money. As information flow increases, the cost of crop marketing is expected to decrease, particularly in remote areas, where potential marketing gains from the increased information flow is large. This reduces price dispersion across markets. This "luxury" item of the early 1990s translated into a "necessity" within the span of one decade. It appears from the FGDs and field visits in Greater Faridpur that the use of mobile phone has increased in this region in recent years, due to the rise in several economic activities, such as poultry farming, flower cultivation, fishing, wholesale and retail trading. Also, the rise in remittances contributed to the expansion of mobile uses.
2.5
Housing During Jack"s time, nobody in Greater Faridpur, whether a cultivator or engaged in any other occupation, lived in a rented house. The peasant or the workman, although paying rent for the land to a landlord, always built his own house at his own expense. This was the custom for all classes of the community. The buildings contained several rooms and sometimes two floors under one roof. It never consisted of a single hut -even the poorest families always had a separate kitchen. Table 4 shows that in 2005 in Greater Faridpur, 24 percent of the households had only one room and the remaining 76 percent of households had more than one room. There are, however, district variations within Greater Faridpur. While in Rajbari, as much as 40 percent of the households had only one room, the corresponding figures were 37.5 percent, 19.2 percent and 15.8 percent for Madaripur, Shariatpur and Gopalganj, respectively, and in Faridpur district, the figure was very low, at only 5.7 percent. This suggests that, compared to Jack"s time, in recent time the number of households with a single room has increased substantially in Greater Faridpur. Smaller housing units, and less space per person, may be one of the negative changes since 1910. Also, Table 5 suggests that in recent time, not every household has a separate kitchen. Fragmentation of landholdings, population pressure and rise in population density are responsible for such changes. Jack demonstrated that around 1910, in Greater Faridpur, the huts of poor people were cheaply made of materials grown on the land or locally obtained and were never strong enough to carry an upper storey. A prosperous family would build larger huts and more of them. All the huts had doors, which would, however, only be closed at night. Every house had a good garden, which contained several fruit and timber trees, besides plantains and a clump of the indispensable bamboo. In the district, only one homestead in every 200 had a brick house (i.e., 0.5 percent); but one in every seven had a tin-roofed hut (14.3 percent) -in the south-east this figure was one in every four (25 percent) and in the west one in every 20 (five percent). In most of the houses, there were no tables or chairs, sofas, bedsteads or cupboards, and the rooms appeared absolutely bare. Tables 6 and 7 provide information on the percentage of households using different materials for constructing the roofs and walls of their houses in Greater Faridpur. It appears that after 100 years, the majority of the houses in Greater Faridpur are tin-roofed. Also, tin is the major construction material for walls in the majority of the houses in Faridpur, Gopalganj, Shariatpur and Rajbari districts. This suggests a significant change in the use of building materials in constructing houses in Greater Faridpur over the last 100 years. 
Education
One hundred years back, there were limited education facilities and education was mostly enjoyed by the wealthy classes. All the boys of the Hindu upper classes went to school at least from the age of six to the age of 16, and many of them stayed in school much longer. Hindu and Muslim traders also sent their boys to school, but usually took them out at the age of 14. Some of the Muslim landowners and wealthy classes had only begun to send their boys to school around this time, while many Muslims were still reluctant to send their sons to school. Labourers and fishermen would rarely send their boys to school, weavers more often, while the Hindu shopkeepers, goldsmiths or silversmiths usually taught their boys at home to read, write and keep accounts. Girls from all classes did not attend school.
The people of Greater Faridpur have experienced a rise in literacy rate in recent decades. Table 8 shows that in 1981 the highest literacy rate of all the districts of Greater Faridpur was in Faridpur district, although it was only 23.18 percent. But in both 1991 and 2001, the literacy rate was the highest for Gopalganj district. The male literacy rate was always higher than the female literacy rate for all periods. Though the dropout rate today is high, due to different government initiatives girls" enrolment is increasing at a faster rate. People from all classes (both Muslim and Hindu) now send their children to school. Government stipend programmes have also played a significant role in encouraging parents to school their children.
There are now 3,770 schools (primary and secondary) and 128 colleges in Greater Faridpur (see Table 9 ). Gopalganj has the highest number of schools per thousand people, whereas Faridpur has the highest number of colleges per thousand people. Women's empowerment In Jack"s account, 100 years ago women in Greater Faridpur had little influence or power. They spent most of the day inside the house, and their comfort and preferences were little considered by men. They had no seasons of work and seasons of idleness (as did men), but had to work throughout the year at duties which were always the same.
Things began to change in the late 20th century, and the Constitution of Bangladesh promotes equal rights to women. However, they still suffer from discrimination and violence in their homes and workplaces. Women in rural Bangladesh today are very hard working. They perform heavy household work throughout the day, but their contribution to the family income is not as recognised as that of men"s. Recently, the situation has started to change, as the market participation of women has increased. Women are also migrating to Dhaka to work in the readymade garment industries. Microcredit and non-governmental organisation (NGO) activities have brought important changes in women"s lives. Bangladesh has been the "birthplace" of microcredit, with world-reputed NGOs like Grameen Bank and BRAC. More than 90 percent of the borrowers of microcredit are poor and low-income women. Women"s welfare has also been enhanced through increased health facilities in the rural areas. Greater Faridpur now has 15 hospitals, 31 upazila health complexes, 258 union-level health and family planning centres and 102 other health facilities. However, field visits and FGDs in Greater Faridpur indicated that such health facilities are still much lower than the actual requirements and also that there are numerous problems associated with the low quality of medical services, lack of availability of required medicines and lack of availability of required number of doctors at the village level. Source: Banglapedia (2011) .
Changes in the economic conditions of households
Major occupations of the households
In Jack"s time, 77 percent of the population of Faridpur were peasants or engaged in other agricultural activities, and the remaining 23 percent were involved in non-agricultural activities. In analysing family budgets, Jack made the distinction between these two classes. The peasant grew his own food and was for the most part able to feed himself and his family. On the other hand, the non-agriculturalist bought food. According to Jack, the peasant was always better fed than the non-agriculturalist with nominally the same income. In his book, the incomes and all calculations of the domestic budget of the peasant were expressed partly in cash and partly in crops as a basis of estimation, while those of the non-agriculturalist were expressed fully in cash. The domestic budget of a non-cultivator of the working classes was found to be little different from that of a cultivator. The non-agricultural community was not in any case of great importance, as it amounted to only 23 percent of the population, among which as much as 10 percent was employed in service or supported by the rent of land which it owned, six percent was engaged in trade and only eight percent was employed in industry.
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Over the years, the dependence on agriculture in Greater Faridpur has been reduced -the main occupation of around 45 percent people is now agriculture. People are involved in different types of economic activities. Table 11 suggests that, compared to Jack"s time, the percentage of people involved in trade has increased currently. A particularly important change is that a large percentage of people are now agricultural labourers, which is due to the fact that landlessness has increased significantly over the years. In Jack"s description 100 years back, there were no landless households in Greater Faridpur. However, recent estimates (HIES, 2005) suggest that as many as 23.5 percent of agricultural households are landless in Faridpur district. Corresponding figures for Gopalganj, Madaripur, Rajbari and Shariatpur are 40 percent, 30 percent, 43 percent and 22 percent, respectively. River erosion, flood, population pressure, and selling of land due to vulnerable economic conditions are among the major reasons behind this rising phenomenon of landlessness. 
Composition of budget among different household groups
With a view to analysing the economic conditions of households in Greater Faridpur, Jack made four classifications of households: (i) "comfort", which implied a condition in which the material necessities of life could be fully satisfied; (ii) "below comfort", in which the income and material conditions approximated more nearly to those of families living in comfort than to those of families living in indigence; (iii) "above indigence", in which the income and material conditions approximated more nearly to those of indigent families; and (iV) "indigence", which implied a condition in which the family had just sufficient to keep itself alive and no more.
The methodology adopted by Jack in classifying households was subjective in nature. Jack"s officers were expressly told that where they found an agricultural family well-fed, well-housed and well-clothed, this was comfort; where they found a family thin and ill-developed, their garments old and worn, and their huts ill-thatched and tumbled-down, this was indigence. His advice to the investigators was to:
"pay more attention to what they saw than what they heard, and only after they had seen the condition of the family by a visit to its household, to enquire into its resources, to tabulate its income, and to enter its classification".
However, presentday household surveys rely more on objective criteria related to socioeconomic conditions to classify households into poor and non-poor. For example, the Household Income and Expenditure Surveys (HIES) of Bangladesh considers expenditure of households in order to classify them into non-poor, moderate poor and extreme poor. A household is considered as non-poor if the average daily intake of food per member is more than 2,122 kilocalories. The household is moderate poor if the per member daily food intake is less than 2,122 kilocalories, but higher than 1,805 kilocalories and finally the household is extreme poor if the per member daily intake is less than 1,805 kilocalories.
In order to have a comparison of the households of the present day with those of Jack"s time, it is assumed that Jack"s households in "comfort" will be compared with the "non-poor" households of the present day. Similarly, comparison will be made between Jack"s households of "below comfort" plus "above indigence" and present-day households of "moderate poor"; and between Jack"s households of "indigence" and present-day "extreme poor" households. This means that the comparison is a little crude, but still it allows for a useful analysis.
Jack provided information on the average spending on food and non-food items by agricultural households living in comfort and indigence 100 years ago. From those figures, the proportion of spending on different food and non-food items can be calculated. Such calculated proportions are reported in Table 12 . A similar exercise is carried out for the agricultural non-poor and extreme poor households using the latest available household data. The results of the former exercise are reported in Table 13 . Comparison of Table 12 with Table 13 suggests that the proportions of food in total expenditure have remained almost unchanged for the non-poor and extremly poor households among the agricultural class over the last 100 years. The extremely poor households still spend a much higher proportion of total expenditure on food items than the non-poor households. However, one important change which occurred over the last 100 years is that the share of spending on rice by both the non-poor and extremely poor households has declined remarkably. One hundred years ago, non-poor agricultural households used to spend 46.5 percent of their total expenditure on rice; this figure has come down to only 21.8 percent in recent times. Similarly, for the extremely poor agricultural households, the figure has come down from as high as 59 percent to only 37.7 percent. The major reason behind such change is the fact that the importance of non-rice food items in the food basket has increased over time, both for the non-poor and extremely poor households.
A similar exercise is conducted for the non-agricultural households. The results are reported in Tables 14 and Table 15 . Compared to the agricultural households, non-agricultural households, both non-poor and extremely poor, used to spend a higher proportion of their total spending on food 100 years ago. However, this pattern has changed, and nonagricultural households now spend a lower proportion on food. Also, similar to the agricultural households, the proportion of spending on rice has declined significantly. The main reason behind this is the rising importance of several non-rice food and non-food items in the basket of expenditure, both for the non-poor and extremely poor non-agricultural households. Focus group discussions point to the fact that the non-rice food items have been becoming costlier over time. The prices of these items, especially of pulses, fish, milk and dairy, meat and oil have increased more than that of rice, which has resulted in a lower relative price of rice, despite the fact that its absolute price has increased considerably in recent years. Therefore, the share of rice in total spending has declined. However, for the households in extreme poverty, whether agricultural or non-agricultural, the share of food in total spending remains very high, which indicates that these households are extremely vulnerable to any food price shock.
Extent of poverty
In addition to analysing the domestic budget of different types of households, Jack also calculated the proportion of households living in comfort, below comfort, above indigence and below indigence. As mentioned above, Jack"s households classified as living in comfort are considered as present-day non-poor households, and the households living in indigence are considered as households in extreme poverty. Jack"s classification of households living below comfort and above indigence are considered together to be present-day households in moderate poverty. Table 16 presents Jack"s classification of households for agricultural and non-agricultural population 100 years ago. It appears that a higher percentage of agricultural households compared to the non-agricultural counterparts was living in comfort. Also, a very low percentage of households living in indigence was observed, both for the agricultural and nonagricultural households. Jack (1916) . Table 17 provides information on the proportions of households which are extremely poor, moderately poor and non-poor, drawn from the Household Income and Expenditure Survey of 2005 (HIES, 2005 ). It appears that out of the total sample of households in Greater Faridpur, 24.73 percent were extremely poor, 17.31 percent were moderately poor and 58 percent were non-poor. This suggests some interesting changes in the pattern of poverty in Greater Faridpur. Compared to Jack"s time, the proportion of non-poor households has increased by almost nine percentage points. However, the alarming picture is that the proportion of extreme poverty has increased by 20 percentage points. The proportion of households in moderate poverty has declined considerably. While one needs to be cautious about comparisons between data using such different methodologies, during the focus groups, it was revealed that increased landlessness and lack of work opportunities were the major reasons behind the rise in the proportion of households in extreme poverty. It is possible that the landlessness of a significant proportion of the rural population in Greater Faridpur means that their livelihoods are more vulnerable than in earlier times and, perhaps, that extreme poverty is more common. Table 17 also indicates that, compared to the non-agricultural households, agricultural households have a higher proportion of extremely poor households. The percentage of moderately poor is also higher for the agricultural households. This is in contrast to the findings of Jack, which showed that the agricultural households were in a better position than their non-agricultural counterparts 100 years ago. The reason that poverty is now relatively lower among the non-agricultural households in Greater Faridpur is due to the fact that, as the non-farm economic activities expanded rapidly in Greater Faridpur, income earning opportunities are better for the non-agricultural households.
From field visits and FGDs, it is known that there were very few employment opportunities in Greater Faridpur even 10 years ago. Over time working opportunities have increased, though they are of a very casual nature. As a whole, economic conditions in recent years (after 2005) have improved, due to an increased demand for labour. Many people are going outside of Greater Faridpur in order to work at the garments factories and local governments" construction works. Many landless people have chosen the professions of petty service works, such as repairing locks and umbrellas, rickshaw and van pulling, day labour in construction works, etc. Also over time it is reported that the number of beggars has reduced. Within Greater Faridpur the number of people migrating from the rural to the urban areas has increased because of newly created job opportunities in the construction sector.
In Greater Faridpur currently there are a huge number of families who have at least one member working outside the country. The trend of going abroad is higher among the lower middle class and middle class family members. The majority of them are migrating towards Malaysia, countries in the Middle Eastern region and Italy (Mamun and Nath, 2010) .
Remittances are now playing an important role in improving the economic conditions of many households. For a large number of households they have also helped reduce poverty. Therefore, it appears from different FGD respondents and field visits that the current level of poverty is much lower than that reported in the HIES 2005 (Table 17) . It is suggested that the level of extreme poverty has been reduced in recent years because of expanded economic opportunities. However, such expanded economic opportunities are more prominent in the Faridpur district and its surrounding areas. In remote rural places, extreme poverty is still extensive.
Financial service
In Jack"s time, informal money lending was virtually all that was available in Greater Faridpur.
It was found that 55 percent of all cultivators were free from debt and that, of the 45 percent who were in debt, more than a half were in debt to an amount less than one-quarter of their annual income. Cultivators who had financial problems would borrow from multiple moneylenders. If they had mortgaged their fields to the hilt, they would pledge jewellery with another lender to obtain more money for immediate necessities. They might borrow more money from a third moneylender on the security of the growing crop and they might pledge jewellery to fourth and fifth moneylenders to obtain fresh loans. The prudent cultivator who had little debt usually dealt with a single money-lender and the amount of his debt was easily ascertained. For non-agriculturalists, 73 percent were free from debt, probably due to the fact that fishermen and unskilled labourers were wary of being in debt. Amongst cultivators classified as living in comfort, 80 percent were either without debt or in debt only by a very small amount. Of the lowest class of all -the indigent -48 percent were without debt, three percent were in debt by more than a year"s income and 11 percent by more than half a year"s income. The great majority of agricultural debtors got into debt through improvident expenditure on ceremonies and, in particular, on marriage expenses. The sum spent on the marriage of a son or daughter, both by Hindus and Muslims of the cultivating classes, was often out of proportion to the families" incomes. Here the important thing was that once a debt had been incurred, it mounted with amazing rapidity. The interest rate was high, never less than 36 percent, often 48 percent and more.
In Jack"s time there was no formal banking system in Greater Faridpur. Over time the formal banking system extended in Greater Faridpur, but remained small until Independence in 1971. The banking sector in Greater Faridpur has expanded over the last 20 years, with increases in bank advances and deposits (Table 18 and Table 19 ). However, poor and rural people have less access to commercial banking services, as they are not able to meet the requirements, such as collateral, to obtain credit. Rural people also have low access to commercial banking services, as is evident from the fact that in 2007-08 commercial banks" deposits and advances in urban areas of Greater Faridpur were much higher than those in the rural areas. Over time, the shares of commercial banks" advances and deposits in rural localities have also been decreasing. It is also important to note that the amounts of bank advances in Greater Faridpur in recent years have been significantly lower than the amount of bank deposits. This indicates that there is a net outflow of financial resources from Greater Faridpur to Dhaka. Over the last three decades, the microfinance sector has experienced spectacular growth in Bangladesh with respect to the number of branches, clients, amounts of loan disbursed, etc. Microfinance institutions (MFIs) have been offering credit services to people who are not eligible for credit from commercial banks. With minimum and even no collateral, fewer formalities and frequent but small repayment schedule facilities, microcredit has reached distant areas of the country and created financial access for underprivileged citizens. This sub-sector of financial institutions has also been playing an important role in employment generation, women"s empowerment, poverty alleviation and in the country"s overall socioeconomic development. As mentioned before, there has been a significant rise in the operation of microcredit facilities in Greater Faridpur through different NGOs. However, despite their successes, the main criticism of MFIs is the rate of interest they charge. Although MFIs usually charge a flat interest rate of between 12 and 15 percent on loans, the effective rates turn out to be in the range of 30 and 35 percent, and in some cases much higher than that.
Another important issue for access to financial services, particularly for an agriculture-based economy like that of Bangladesh, is farmers" access to financial services. In Bangladesh, farmers barely have access to credit facilities or any other financial services. For credit facility they depend on the NGOs, MFIs and largely on informal sources, where they often have to pay high interest rates. In 2010, Bangladesh Bank directed the state-owned commercial banks and specialised banks to allow farmers to open accounts with an initial deposit of only 10 taka. This move is intended to help the farmers to access basic financial services, as well as to receive the government subsidies into their accounts. Moreover, Bangladesh Bank, in association with BRAC, a leading NGO in Bangladesh, recently launched collateral-free agricultural loans of 5000 million taka for sharecroppers and landless farmers. This is a unique attempt to create opportunities for sharecroppers to access credit facilities. Field visits and FGDs in Greater Faridpur indicate that such moves, although still inadequate, have helped farmers and sharecroppers in Greater Faridpur.
3.5
Collection of revenue and local development In Jack"s time, in Greater Faridpur the revenue collected under various heads was divided between three authorities, the greater part being allocated to the Imperial or Central Government, and the lesser part being divided between local bodies and the local police force. The land tax was a legacy of the permanent settlement. When originally imposed, it nominally represented 91 percent of the rent paid by the cultivators of the soil, the remaining nine percent being retained by the agents who collected the rent. In the small towns the property tax was assessed capriciously, amounting on average to 1.5 rupees per head of the population, equivalent to an income tax of about two percent or less. The proportion of revenue derived from tax and non-tax sources was approximately same. Jack asserted that the people of Bengal, although they paid only one-half or one-third of the tax that people in other countries paid to their governments, received even less in return. Faridpur was backward, even for Bengal. Trunk roads were few; there were no village roads of any sort, although they were urgently needed; doctors were fewer and less well qualified than in neighbouring districts, although fever and other diseases had taken such a heavy toll in some parts of the district as to reduce the population materially; finally in the matter of education and its extension into the villages and amongst cultivators, Faridpur appeared to be the most backward district in Eastern Bengal.
In Jack"s time, the local rates were of two kinds, collected and assessed by different agencies and devoted to different objects: the district rate, which was known as the Road and Public Works Cess; and the village rate, which was known as the Chokidari Tax. The district tax was levied on the agricultural classes only, although the services upon which it was spent -roads, water supply and the like -equally benefited the non-agricultural classes.
It was a tax of six percent, assessed on rent, half being paid by the landlord and half by the tenant. The Chokidari tax, or village tax, was assessed and collected in an entirely different manner. It was assessed in a rough and ready fashion by the headman of each village as a tax upon income with a maximum limit, and was spent on the provision of village police.
At the present time, in addition to the land tax, there are also income tax, city corporation tax and Pauroshava tax. However, the coverage of income tax is very limited. In the city corporations, people who have their own houses have to pay 27 percent of their house rent as tax. This tax rate has increased by almost 250 percent over the last 100 years. The inhabitants in the Pauroshovas (small towns with local administration) also pay Pauroshava tax. From responses in FGDs it appears that people are reluctant to pay city corporation tax, as they are not satisfied with the services provided by the city corporations. The amount of revenue collected through Pauroshava tax is greater than that through land tax, as the land tax has not increased much over the years.
The development activities in Greater Faridpur in the present era, whether physical infrastructure, health or education, do esnot depend greatly on the amount of revenue collected in that part of the country. Rather, the allocation from the Annual Development Programme (ADP) of the annual national budget, and different development programmes in association with donor agencies and donor countries, are the major contributors to the development of physical infrastructure, health and education facilities in Greater Faridpur. However, field visits and FGDs in different parts of Greater Faridpur reveal that there are significant disparities in the allocation of such resources and development activities. The urban areas are the major beneficiaries of the development activities, with little progress taking place in the remote rural areas. Also, Faridpur District is well ahead compared to four other districts.
Conclusion
This paper has made an assessment of the changes in the economic life of Greater Faridpur over the last 100 years or so. In 1910, J. C. Jack provided a comprehensive description of the economic life of this region in his book. After 100 years, this paper provides an examination of the evolution of the economic life of the region, through the use of secondary data, field visits and focus group discussions.
There have been large rises in population and population density in Greater Faridpur. The proportion of people living in the urban areas has increased massively. There have been important changes in the composition of population in terms of religion. The proportion of Hindus in the total population has declined considerably.
It also appears that there have been significant improvements in physical infrastructure, such as roads and other forms of communication, and social infrastructure, such as health and education. Also, there have been significant changes in the structure of the economy of this region. One hundred years back, it was predominantly an agro-based economy, but now non-agricultural economic activities have great significance.
At the household level, important changes are observed in terms of the composition of expenditure on food and non-food items. The major change is the proportion of expenditure on rice. Compared to Jack"s time, the proportion of spending on rice by the households declined substantially. A rise in the relative importance of non-rice food items and non-food items appears to be the major cause behind such a change.
Finally, the composition of poverty seems to have changed in Greater Faridpur. Compared to Jack"s time, the proportion of non-poor households has increased and that of moderately poor households has declined. However, the proportion of households in extreme poverty may have increased. Increased landlessness and lack of work opportunities are likely to be the major factors behind the rise in extreme poverty. However, increased work opportunities in the farm and non-farm sectors in recent years, a rise in the inflow of remittance money, and various development works in the rural areas have been contributing to a further decline in poverty in recent times.
